Students from nine universities in five countries (Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Honduras and Peru) 
INTRODUCTION

Worldwide drug use affects lives at a high cost. According to the World Health Organization's 2004
Update of the Global Burden of Disease, alcohol dependence and drug use remained within the top 10 leading causes of disability in countries at all levels of income (1) .
In Latin America, youth aged 18 to 24, especially university students, report higher lifetime and past year prevalence of legal and illegal drug use than others. These differences are higher for illegal drugs than for alcohol and tobacco (2) (3) (4) (5) . For instance, the past year prevalence of marijuana use is three times higher amongst youth aged 18 to 24 years than in the whole population in Chile (16% vs. 5.3%) (3) , and two times greater in Peru (6.8% vs. 3.3%) (6) .
The past year prevalence for cocaine use is about two times higher amongst 18 to 24 years olds than in the whole population in these two countries (3) (4) (5) (6) . In Latin
America and the Caribbean, 6.5% of the total burden of disease is attributable to high-risk alcohol use, and the eighth leading cause of disability and premature death in 2001 was alcohol use disorders (7) . In young adults, the mortality rates associated with alcohol and with the use of other drugs are higher than in other age groups (8) .
High rates of drug use among university students have been the focus of several studies with a particular aim of trying to understand the determinants of this drug phenomenon. Peer influence has been found as a key factor associated with drug use amongst 18 to 24 years olds (9) (10) and "social norms theory" has been used as a framework to understand this relationship. One of the main concepts of this theory (as applied to alcohol consumption) is misperception of peer drinking, defined as the discrepancy between the actual norm (the prevalence of drinking) and the common perception of the norm (the perceived frequency of drinking by peers) (11) .
There is evidence of the association between overestimation of peers' alcohol use and drinking behaviour amongst college students in North America and other developed countries. Students typically thought the norms for both the frequency and the amount of drinking among their peers were higher than was actually the case, and they generally believed that their peers were more permissive in their personal attitudes about drug use than they were (12) (13) (14) . Additionally, there is some evidence of an association between overestimation of peers' tobacco use and smoking (15) . There is also some evidence of overestimation and illegal drug use, specifically marijuana (15) (16) (17) , and cocaine (15) . Addressing the inaccuracy of perceived norms about peers' drug use is a powerful component of any drug prevention program (14) .
The purpose of this study is to estimate and describe if there is a difference between perceived norms among peers drug use and own drug use in a sample of university students enrolled in 5 Latin
American countries.
It is noteworthy to mention that there is a lack of studies on peers norms and drug use amongst Latin-American students. However, there are some studies about peers and drug use amongst schoolattending youth. For instance RLAE has published some articles that studied amongst several risk factors for drug use, the influence of peers in secondary students (18) (19) . For each drug, students were asked if they had ever used the drug at least once in their lives, and those who had were asked how often they had used the drug in the past 12 months. The majority of students reported that they had ever consumed tobacco (58.7%) and alcohol (91.6%) whereas a minority reported marijuana (18.5%) and cocaine (2.7%) use. When asked about use in the past 12 months, 35.9% reported smoking tobacco, 85.6% drinking alcohol, 10.8% using marijuana and 1.4% using cocaine. Participants were also asked about frequency of use in the past 12 months by type.
For students who had ever used (Table 1) tobacco, marijuana, and cocaine, many did not use in the past year (38.7%, 41.2%, and 48.8% respectively), 32.8% used tobacco more than once per month in the past 12 months, 7.5% used marijuana more than once per month in the past 12 months, and 7.3% used cocaine more than once per month in the past 12 months, 42.0% of the students who had ever used alcohol report drinking more than once per month in the past year and only 6.5% did not drink alcohol in the past 12 months. 
peers who had ever used it was slightly higher than the estimated proportion of peers who had used it in the past year. Roughly, students estimated that 4 of every 5 students drank alcohol, 2 of every 3 smoked tobacco, 1 of every 3 used marijuana, and that 1 of every 7 used cocaine in the past year. For each drug, students were asked how often in the past year their peers (in their opinion) used the drug. The results are shown in Table 2 . Most students estimated that tobacco is used on a daily basis, alcohol is used a few times a week, marijuana is used a few times a month, and cocaine is used a few times a year by a typical student in their university. (Table 3) . Estimations of students' peer past year drug use were deemed "accurate" if within 10 percentage points of actual prevalence, "underestimations" if more than 10 percentage points lower than actual prevalence, and "overestimations" if more than 10 percentage points higher than actual prevalence (20) .
These results are shown in Table 4 . Since the reported prevalence for past year use of cocaine ranged from 0.4% to 3.3% across universities, no estimate could be more than 10 percentage points below actual prevalence and underestimation was therefore not possible. As shown in Table 4 , overestimation of peer drug use is far less frequent for alcohol than for tobacco, marijuana, and cocaine.
Comparison of student drug use patterns and perceived norms
Estimates of peer use of each drug, for both ever use and past year use, were significantly higher for past year users than for past year non-users (please see Table 5 ). For each drug, past year users made higher estimates of peer use than did past year nonusers. 
DISCUSSION
This study surveyed university students in their 2 nd or 3d year of study, aged 18 to 24, enrolled in Health Sciences or Education programs in nine Latin
American universities. These students were predominantly female, single, and not working.
The findings largely, but not completely, confirmed the idea that students overestimate peers' drug use relative to the actual prevalence of drug use suggested by studies in different international contexts (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) . The mean estimations of prevalence were higher than overall reported prevalence for tobacco, marijuana, and cocaine, but not for alcohol. Several possibilities may contribute to these findings.
One is that the actual prevalence of alcohol use is so high (85.6% overall, range 48.1 to 96.9 across universities) that to overestimate the prevalence by ten percent or more is in many cases impossible.
Another is that the measures used in other research were different from those used in this study. In other studies (14) , students have been asked to estimate the amount of alcohol that peers typically drink on each 
